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Rejecting Paradise: Tourism, Conservation,
and the Birth of the Modern Florida Cracker
in the 1930s
by David Nelson

O

n May 24, 1998, a self-identified "Florida Cracker" singersongwriter named Bobby Hicks swaggered onstage at the
Florida Folk Festival armed with a guitar and an attitude.
This was the forty-fifth year of the festival, a state funded event cosponsored by the Florida Folklife Program and the Florida Park Service. Since 1953 the event had been held each May at the Stephen
Foster Memorial State Park in White Springs, the boyhood home town
of Fred P. Cone, governor of Florida between 1937 and 1941. The
first year of his term, Cone argued that a memorial to Foster should
be built in his ancestral home on the banks of the Suwanee River
in North Florida, and then proceeded to make sure it happened. 1
Cone's enthusiasm was so great for the project that he attempted to
arrange for both Civilian Conservation Corps (CCC) workers and a
Public Works Administration (PWA) crew to construct the memorial,
even though he was an active opponent of the New Deal. 2
Dave Nelson is a Professor of History at Bainbridge State College. He is also director of the Scotland Study Abroad Program for the USG's European Council. He
lives in Quincy, Florida, with his wife and son. The author thanks Dr. Elna Green
and Dr. Connie Lester for assistance during the research and writing of this article.
Much appreciation also goes to the two anonymous reviewers for their wise comments and for saving the author from a couple of potentially embarrassing errors.
1
For details on his efforts, see files in box 34, Governor Fred Cone papers, Florida State Archives (FSA), Tallahassee, Florida. Hereafter cited as Cone Papers.
2
Although state-owned from the start, the memorial would not become a state
park until 1979. Rep. Lex Green to Cone, October 14, 1940, box 34, folder:
"Foster, Stephen Memorial Commission 1940;" Cone to H. T. Cole (PWA),
October 21, 1938, box 34, folder: "Foster, Stephen Memorial Commission
1938," Cone Papers.
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Two years earlier, Governor Dave Sholtz, State Senator William C. Hodges, U.S. Senator Claude Pepper, and many others
campaigned for a switch of Florida's state song from "Florida, My
Florida" (1913) 3 to the popular "Old Folks at Home," written by
Foster in 1851. They believed that because the song was nationally
known and was regularly featured in Hollywood films and cartoons,
it would serve as a defacto advertising jingle for the state. 4When
Sholtz signed the song change into law on May 28, 1935, he also
created a state-funded advertisement to entice visitors. 5 But the
song was more than a Chamber of Commerce opportunity. For
some listeners, the nineteenth-century song not only emphasized
Florida's role in the mythical "Old South," but celebrated a Florida that was now lost-an authentic, unblemished pure Florida. In
1998, when Hicks decided to unleash an impromptu 'Cracker-style'
nativistic rant at the Foster Memorial, he felt he was lecturing to
the home crowd:
"First of all, those of you that matter, you know how much I
love you and you know how much I love this place. And my problem isn't with this place. I think it's important that people come
here [to the festival] before their name's in the program .... but
if this thing ever becomes the Florida Folk Festival [again] where
Florida is not the damn exception here, then I'll come back."
(Emphasis added) . Hicks then began to sing his signature song, "I
am Florida, Need I Say More," a musical Florida history lesson that
some in the 1980s and 1990s argued should replace Foster's tune
as state song. Towards the song's conclusion, Hicks continued his
monologue, "Isn't it a little different when you listen to someone
sing a song about something they grew up in? I'm not taking away
3

"Florida, My Florida" became the official state song as a result of House Concurrent Resolution #24. See Laws of Flurida (Tallahassee: Florida House of
Representatives, 1913), 517.
4
Popular performers such as Al Jolson often sang Foster's song- as well as
other tunes containing the name Suwanee written by such luminaries as
Irving Berlin and George Gershwin - on stage, in films and on radio shows.
One of the very first talkies was a 1926 Warner Brothers short called A Plantation Act that featured a black-faced Jolson singing "Swanee."
5
"Old Folks at Home" became the official state song as a result of House Concurrent Resolution #22. See Laws ofFlurida (Tallahassee: Florida House of Representatives, 1935) n.p; William Cash to Kenneth Crouch, August 20, 1947. In
later years, words such as "darkey" were removed from the official lyrics. State
Librarian William T. Cash correspondence files, 1923-1955, box 12, folder:
"Correspondence, A-Q 1947," FSA. Incidentally, Cash was convinced that Foster visited Florida. He maintained a box of "circumstantial evidence" proving
Foster's visit. St. Petersburg Times,January 15, 1960.
https://stars.library.ucf.edu/fhq/vol96/iss3/4
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from our new songwriters, but you know, some ofus didn't have to
read a book to figure out what the hell we're talking about." His
voice grew louder and angrier. "Both sides of my family have been
on this Florida soil since 1791. There was never anything wrong
with my home to leave. So when you're visiting here, you're visiting
from someplace else. You moved here from somewhere else. This
is sacred ground. This is my home." He finished the song, then
offered, "But you all better realize that every time somebody different lands at the airport, that doesn't make them part of the picture.
You gotta be here a while before you earn a part in Florida folk
culture ... Good night White Springs."6 Off he went, not to return
for several years. 7
While the anger Hicks displayed was rare for the normally
innocuous Florida Folk Festival, the sentiments were not. By the
1960s and 1970s, a Cracker song tradition arose among Florida
songwriters and performers, many of whom played at the annual
festival, including Will McLean, Don Grooms, Gamble Rogers, Red
Henry, Dale Crider, and Jeanie Fitchen. Their song titles include,
"Stop Running My Florida Into the Ground," "Cracker Cowman,"
"Damn the Man Who Says Florida Ain't Part of Dixieland," "Florida
Development Blues," and "I Want To Be a Florida Cracker."8 Even
themes running through many of the songs played by southern
rock bands in the 1970s, such as Jacksonville-based Lynard Skynard, can be seen as part of this defiant, Southern revivalist stance.
All of these songs exhibit a cultural divide that originated in the
debates over tourism and development in the 1930s - a Florida
version of the age-old conflicts in the South over urbanization and
modernization, tradition versus change. Even the frequent and
specific use of the word "cracker" as a badge of defiance, an oppositional label used to identify a native, non-elite Floridian who wanted exemption from the plastic commercialism present in many
areas of the state, also can be traced back to events of the 1930s.
When people today talk about "Cracker Florida" (or the less culturally-loaded term, "Old Florida") they are conjuring up images
created by both non-native writers in Depression-era Florida and by
6

7
8

The recording of the original performance can be found on tape DAT D98-21,
Recordings of the Florida Folklife Program, FSA.
In December 2007, Hicks exited the stage for good when he passed away from
complications oflung cancer.
For examples of these songs, see recordings: Valerie Wisecracker (audio tape
DC03-39), Frank Thomas, Lance Lazonby, and ClifIBuckosh (reel to reel tape
T83-106), found in Recordings of the Florida Folklife Program, FSA.
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THE ORAOKEB.
"The Cracker". 1871. Black & white photonegative, 5 x 4 in. State Archives of Florida,
Florida Memory. <https://www.floridamemory.com/ items/ show/ 154288>.

contemporaneous rural "natives" who clashed with state and private
Florida promoters. Ironically, while the Florida rural natives selfidentified as Florida Crackers as an oppositional cultural stance to
Florida's modernization and commercialization, it was not necessarily a continuation of the supposed historic Celtic-Anglo folkways
of the state's settlers in the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries
that some scholars have identified as the origins of the "Cracker."
Instead, they were in large part adopting an outsider's commodified version of the "Florida Cracker of Old Florida." And thus, by

https://stars.library.ucf.edu/fhq/vol96/iss3/4
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taking part in their own othering, these Florida natives furthered
the goals of the state's promoters who marketed Florida as an exotic paradise. This dialectical process continues to the modem day.
But whether or not they labeled themselves crackers, hillbillies,
hicks, or simply nothing at all, many Floridians in the 1930s felt not
only alienated, but at times even under attack by Florida's growing
dependence upon tourism. Many whose livelihoods and folkways
were threatened by such causes viewed seemingly benign activities
such as beautification, fire prevention, fencing of cattle, and wildlife conservation-undertaken to make Florida more appealing to
visitors-with suspicion. And while these contested topics began
in the Great Depression, they would continue for decades afterward. Political, cultural, and social clashes over identity and control of Florida in the latter half of the twentieth century originated
in the selling of Florida in the 1930s via state parks and roadside
attractions.
In 1933, a new novel called South Moon Under appeared in
stores across the nation and became an immediate bestseller. The
Book-of-the-Month-Club chose it as the main selection for March
1933. There was even hopeful talk of a Pulitzer Prize being awarded to its author. Written by a Washington D.C.-native now living in
the backwoods of North Florida, the book concerned the lives of
two pairs of Floridians. The first were recently transplanted English citrus growers, though theirs was not the story that reviewers
and readers remembered. It was the second pair that everyone
talked about (based on an actual married couple who worked as
tenant farmers on the author's property) which the writer referred
to as-not with sarcasm or derision, but rather with respect and
admiration - "crackers." Such admiration was rare for the time. For
instance, a New York Heraul Tribune review of the novel referred to
the story's cracker characters as "members of the subspecies of the
human race." 9 The novel traces the "cracker" couple as they moved
from Dixie County to Alachua County and then back again. The
author presents them as uneducated, primitive in their folkways,
and speaking in a dialect that was closer to the Land of Appalachia
than to the Land of Sunshine. But as with Foster's popular song,
the novel (and the two that followed) divided readers. Rural Floridians felt it was an accurate portrayal by someone who both lived
amongst and understood their fellow "native" Floridians, thereby
9

Quoted in Elizabeth Silverthorne, Marjarie Kinnan Rawlings: Sojourner at Cross
Creek (Woodstock, NY: Overlook Press, 1988), 86.
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earning the right to employ the word "cracker" by understanding
that it was both a term of pride as much as insult. But others in
both Florida and the nation read about the lives and folkways of a
previously unknown culture with curiosity and amazement. With
this novel, writer and former journalist Marjorie Kinnan Rawlings
became a celebrity, and "Florida Cracker" became a household
term in many areas.
A detailed history of the term "cracker" that Rawlings so
openly and unashamedly employed in her writings is beyond the
scope of this article, but a brief overview is in order. The word
itself dates back to Elizabethan England, and was usually used to
describe a braggart or a "wise-ass"; someone who "cracks" jokes. 10
In British North America, it was used to describe "backwoodsmen
living in the area stretching from Maryland to Georgia." 11 By the
late eighteenth century, the term was synonymous with later labels
such as "white trash" or "hillbillies." Spanish officials had adopted
"cracker" from English usage and used it to refer to poor Carolinians and Georgians moving into Florida's hinterlands in the late
l 700s.12 By the nineteenth century, the term-still negative in connotation-could also be applied to the men who rustled cattle for
the Cuban beef market. But in normal usage, "cracker" was a classbased insult. 1~
Many early uses of "Cracker" to refer to Floridians can be found
in the New York Times, which from the Civil War to the Depression
era often wrote about travels in the peninsular state. Two of the
10

11
12
13

James A. Lewis, "Cracker-Spanish Florida Style," Florida Histurical Q}tarterly 63,
no. 2, (October 1984) 185; Dana St. Clair, The Cracker Cullum in Florida Histury
(Daytona, FL: Daytona Museum of Arts and Sciences, 1998), 29-36.
Lewis, "Cracker-Spanish Florida Style," 186.
Ibid., 187.
In recent years, scholars to varying degrees of success have attempted to define
and describe an authentic cracker culture, arguing for a direct cultural lineage
from Celtic Scots-Irish immigrants to present day South Georgia and North
Florida culture. This author's stance is that the term "cracker" appears to be
more of a regional slang used to describe a somewhat homogenous poor, white
Southern culture, while others see a clear and distinct lineage with historic
Scots-Irish cultures. Perhaps more work in Scotland and Ireland ethnology
could further delineate and define the pre-commodified Cracker culture. See
Grady McWhiney, Cracker Cullum: Celtic Ways in the Old South (Tuscaloosa: University of Alabama Press, 1988); James M. Denham, A Rogue's Paradise: Crime
and Punishment in Antebellum Florida, 1821-1861 (Tuscaloosa: University of Alabama Press, 1997); Dana M. Ste. Claire, Cracker: The Cracker Cullum in Florida
Histury (Gainesville: University Press of Florida, 2006); Tina Buvcuvalas, Peggy
A. Bulger, and Stetson Kennedy, SouthFloridaFolklife (Jackson: University Press
of Mississippi , 1995); and Jack Temple Kirby, Mockingbird Song: Ecol.ogical Landscapes of the South (Chapel Hill: University of North Carolina Press, 2006).

https://stars.library.ucf.edu/fhq/vol96/iss3/4

6

Nelson: Rejecting Paradise: Tourism, Conservation, and the Birth of the M

334

FLORIDA HISTORICAL QUARTERLY

earliest instances of the word in that newspaper are found in two
articles from 1861 and 1864, both of which refer to Florida "comcrackers." The 1864 article mentions that such people were "not
wholly reliable" and were "poor" and "lazy." One article from 1875
was about a traveler visiting Jacksonville and describes "the ignorant and degraded cracker" of Georgia and Florida who occasionally visits the city. According to the writer, these men would "merely
stare, yawn and go back, apparently contented with their comfortless homes, rude fare, and dense ignorance" upon seeing the town's
progress. In many of these articles, the word seems to be a white
version of "darkey," a term also used liberally in these articles. 14
Historian Anthony Harkins, in his history of "hillbillies," contends
that the term describes what was perceived as a white "other." 15 This
analysis could also be applied to uses of Cracker in Florida in both
the nineteenth and twentieth centuries (Although in one article
in the New York Times describing the U.S. Army activities in Tampa
as they prepared to invade Cuba in 1898, the author mentions one
regiment's mascot, a poor, destitute African American nicknamed
"Uncle Remus," whom the writer labels a Cracker16).
In the early twentieth century, as with many race- and classbased labels whereby the target group appropriates the term as a
badge of defiance and resistance, poor white Floridians began to
do the same. In private circles, many poor whites in Florida began
using "cracker" as a self-identifier, a label for "us" against the many
"them," much as people were also doing in Tennessee and Arkansas with the label "hillbilly," and as working class southerners across
the region would do in later decades with "hick" and "redneck."
But in public, as late as the 1930s, the word was still often seen as
an insult, and akin to such similar terms as lintheads, clay-eaters,
wool hats, and briar hoppers. For instance, a Time magazine cover
story on the U.S. Senate race in Florida in 1938 featured a negative portrait of candidate James Wilcox, whom the article refers to
as "Cracker Boy," because of his rural origins on the banks of the
Suwannee River in South Georgia. 17
14

15
16
17

For more examples from the New York Times, see "Men of the Mountains,"
August 16, 1891, "With Cracker Hunters," July 13, 1891, and "Orange Growers
Troubles," February 26, 1894; "Mormons Roughly Handled," March 10, 1897,
and "With the 71" Regiment in Florida," May 29, 1898.
Anthony Harkins, Hillbilly: A Cultural History of an American Icon (Oxford:
Oxford University Press, 2004), 4.
W.J. Rouse, "With the 71" Regiment in Florida," New York Times, May 29, 1898.
"Pepper v. Sholtz v. Wilcox," Time, May 2, 1938.
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In the 1930s regional writing exploded as a distinct genreover 1,500 regional novels appeared in the 1930s, including several
Pulitzer Prize winners. Regional works, fueled in large part by New
Deal-funded projects such as the WPA State Guides, folklorist Alan
Lomax's Library of Congress-sponsored field recordings of the
U.S. South, and the Federal Writer's Project, became big business
as folk cultures were commodified for middle class consumption.
Regionally focused novels, photo essays, audio recordings, and
movies grew increasingly popular in the 1930s. The spark for much
of this boom in "folk culture" literature occurred in Florida with
the arrival of Marjorie Kinnan Rawlings.
Rawlings fell in love with the neighbors she found at her Cross
Creek homestead (which she called Los Hermanos, and where
she and her then husband dreamed of becoming rich by growing
oranges near the banks of Orange Lake) and saw literary opportunity. Although described in recent years by many scholars as a
literary ethnographer who often took her fictional descriptions as
fact, Rawlings's inclinations and inspiration actually came closer
to that of many of the other tourists and winter residents by sensing in Florida a tropical "otherness." Crackers - i.e., Florida's poor
white culture - along with citrus, alligators, mosquitoes, and warm
climate fascinated Rawlings, just as palm trees, springs, and Seminoles fascinated other tourists. As one literary scholar described it,
Rawlings "was amazed at the lavishness of the natural beauty which
surrounded her" and which "appealed to her imagination and
allowed her romantic sensibilities" to emerge. 18 It was the "American frontier come to life." 19 And instead of taking photographs or
buying souvenirs, Rawlings captured her experience in her own
way. She wrote about it.
First came the short stories in Scribner's magazine in 1931
and 1932 ("Cracker Chidlings," ''.Jacob's Ladder," and "Crop of
Beans" 20 ) followed by short stories in Harpers ("Gal Young 'Un" 21 )
and the Saturday Evening Post ("Alligator" 22 ). By the time she wrote
South Moon Under (1933), Rawlings was on her way to becoming
a bona fide celebrity. And once she published the Pulitzer Prize18

19
20
21
22

Gordon E. Bigelow, Frontier Eden: The Literary Career ofMarjorie Kinnan Raw_lings
(Gainesville: University of Florida Press, 1966), 10. This was the first senous,
academic consideration of her work.
Ibid. 11.
Scribners, February 1931, 127-134; April 1931, 351-366, May 1932, 283-290.
Harper's.June 1932, 21-33 and July 1932, 225-234.
Saturday Evening Post, September 23, 1933.
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Marjorie Kinnan Rawlings- Cross Creek, Florida. 194-. Black & white photoprint, 8 x 10
in. State Archives of Florida, Florida Memory. <https:/ /www.floridamemory.com /
items/ show/ 28042>.

winning The Yearling in 1938, both her fame and the Cracker image
solidified in the public's mind. Rawlings, as only an outsider could,
had provided an alternative version of commodified Florida,
though one just as tropical, exotic and unique. Crackers, at least
as they appeared in Rawlings' novels, were stoic and fiercely independent; Jeffersonian farmers who bore little resemblance to the
sharecropper and relief workers in other southern regional works.
They became for non-Florida readers another source of fascination
and attraction. Noticeably, Cross Creek's large African American
population-including several families that worked Rawlings's citrus grove- remained relatively invisible in her books, even though
their lives and folkways differed little from their Anglo neighbors.
In an early manuscript, Rawlings once wrote that while Crackers
fit their surrounding "like jack pine" the "local Negro ... is a little alien." 23 As one scholar pointed out, her work was often more
23

For a version of this early 1930 manuscript, called "Florida Cracker," see Rodger L. Tarr and Brent E. Kinser eds., The Uncoll.ected Writings of Marjorie Kinnan
Rawlings (Gainesville: University of Florida Press, 2007).
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accessible to national readers than other southern-based writers
because she was "not haunted by a specific Southern past with its
Lost Cause and 'peculiar institutions. "'24 Like the national image
of Florida created by tourism boosters in the 1930s, her books
were in many ways regionally neutral. And while few travelers actually sought Crackers out (although many did visit Rawlings' Cross
Creek home, much to her dismay) their presence, like alligators,
snakes, and panthers, only added to Florida's exotic allure.
When the WPA's Federal Writer's Project published Florida:
A Guide To the Southernmost State in 1939, it included material on
Florida Crackers, much of the content being written by aspiring
folklorist and native Floridian Stetson Kennedy. He would expand
these descriptions in his book Palmetto Country published in 1942
as part of Erskine Caldwell's American Folkways series. 25 While less
fictional than Rawlings' popular novels, both publications by Kennedy nonetheless employed much of her romanticism and uncritical admiration, describing what could be Florida's version of John
Steinbeck's dust bowl farmers. Kennedy even referred to Florida
Crackers "the Okies of their day (as they have been ever since.)" 26
With all this positive press, by the 1940s the New York Times began
including more positive references to Florida Crackers. In a travel
article published in 1940 about the various less-known sights in
Florida, the writer described a romanticized rural evening: "Dancing whiles away the Florida nights. Crackers swing their partners in
squares on Saturdays, sometimes in a schoolhouse, sometimes in a
rustic pavilion ... The old fiddler scrapes his fiddle playing tunes of
his own making ... These folk dances are like old ballads." 27
And while Rawlings did not invent the word "cracker," her writings did bestow it with legitimacy. She provided a romanticized,
mythical past that evoked an alternative Florida to the one that
chambers of commerce, fair exhibits, advertisers, and CCC-built
state parks offered Depression-era visitors. Southern historian
James Cobb argued that cultural identity "typically refers to a perception of reality rather than to reality itself." 28 Rawlings's perception of reality in Florida (and to a lesser degree, the perceived
Florida of her imitators, which included among others Theodore
24
25
26
27
28

Bigelow, Frontier Eden, 68.
Stetson Kennedy, Palmetto Country (New York: Duell, Sloan & Pearce, 1942).
Ibid., 61.
Nina Oliver Dean, "Big Days in Florida," New York Times, February 18, 1940.
James C. Cobb, Away Dawn South: A History of Southern Identity (Oxford: Oxford
University Press, 2005), 6.
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Pratt, Bernie Borchardt, Cecile Hulse Matschat, and Kennedy, all
of whom began to include Cracker characters in their writings in
the late 1930s and early 1940s) was simultaneously oppositional
and commercially appealing. 29
Therefore, the Florida Cracker came to represent for many by
the late 1930s (and increasingly so in the decades that followed)
an oppositional cultural stance, a rejection of the tropical, commercialized Florida that was found in the popular media at the
time. Cracker Florida came to represent "authentic" Florida. Many
native-born Floridians were unhappy with the changes Florida's
commodification brought, and though Rawlings avoided these
issues in her novels (and to a large degree even fueled those
changes with her fame and literary success) her image of honorable, respectable Crackers offered a useful, unifying mythology of
sorts to this "other Florida." 30
Pushing rural Florida into the status of "otherness" in the 1930s
were attractions such as Silver Springs, Marineland, and ParrotJungle. By 1939, thanks to the efforts of government and private boosters, Florida's tourism business was booming. And while estimates
over the decades had varied wildly as to numbers of visitors and
amounts spent, by the end of the 1930s, Florida enjoyed some hard
numbers, and sealed the fate as to Florida's foreseeable future.
One of the first studies of Florida tourism began in 1936 with
the passage of the Federal Park, Parkway, and Recreation Study
Act on June 23rd. To be conducted at the state level as an aid to
state planning, the study would look at the conservation, park,
and recreation efforts in each state. The goal was to identify activities prevalent in a state and to provide an inventory of possible
properties for park, forest, and recreational development. Funded
through WPA funds, the survey was completed between 1937 and
1939 jointly by the Florida State Planning Board and the Florida
Forestry and Parks Board.31 The focus for the Florida study was how
29

30

31

The back flap of the novel Suwannee Valley, published in 1940, claimed it "is the
natural successor to Marjorie Kinnan Rawlings." It was dedicated to Governor
Fred Cone. Bernie Borchardt & Eugene Sears, Suwannee Valley (New York: Warringer House, 1940).
"Other Florida" was a phrase coined by Florida journalist Gloria Jahoda in the
1960s to describe rural North and Northwest Florida, and was later the title of
her 1967 book. Gloria Jahoda, The Other Florida (New York: Charles Scribner's
Sons, 1967).
It was approved as WPA Project #665-35-3-6. Florida State Planning Board,
Summaries of the Park, Parkway, and Recreation Ama Study and Forest Resources Survey For Florida (Tallahassee, Fla. 1939).
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to develop the state's "potential natural resources" for tourism. By
the time of the study's completion, there were 15,774 acres in state
parks, and 29,713 acres in state forests. The report found that fishing, hunting, and sightseeing were three of the top reasons people
visited Florida. 32
In September of 1939, the Florida WPA, in cooperation with
the Florida State Chamber of Commerce, released The Florida
Tourist: A Preliminary R.eport of the Florida Tourism Survey Project.
Directed by WPA worker Thomas P. Denham, the study tried to
provide some quantification of the tourism industry, as "there is
little definitely known, though many guesses and estimates have
been made. "33 The guiding problem propelling the study was "Why
People Come to Florida." The study involved 53,000 questionnaire
cards given to passengers on trains, buses, and planes. The study
also incorporated a 1937 highway survey by the State Road Department, conducted by setting up random stops at road arteries into
the state and asking drivers to fill out cards explaining why they
came to Florida, what they were planning to do, how long they
planned to be in the state, etc. Both studies found that climate,
natural recreation, and parks were the major attractions for Florida
visitors. Among the findings were that 20 percent of tourists came
for fishing, 28 percent for bathing and swimming, and 21 percent
for motor sightseeing. 34 Most stayed at hotels (43 percent), followed by apartments, friends, and rental homes. 35 News media and
newspaper ads accounted for over 20 percent of the ways tourists
learned about Florida, while word of mouth counted for a whopping 42 percent. 36 Not surprisingly to anyone in Florida in 1939,
the majority of tourists hailed from New York, New Jersey, and
Ohio, followed by Illinois, Pennsylvania, and Wisconsin.37 The only
states contributing no tourists were Wyoming, Oregon, Arizona,
and Nevada. 38 Tourists staying between two to three months in the
winter numbered higher, followed by those staying between two to
three weeks. 39 Most spent between $2.50 and $4.99 a day while in
the state.
32
33
34
35
36
37
38
39

Ibid.
Works Projects Administration of Florida, The Florida Tourist: A fuliminary
Repurt of the Flurida Tourism Survey Project Uacksonville, Fla., September 1939), 1.
Ibid., 4.
Ibid., 8.
Ibid., 9.
Ibid., 11-12.
Ibid.
Ibid., 13.

https://stars.library.ucf.edu/fhq/vol96/iss3/4

12

Nelson: Rejecting Paradise: Tourism, Conservation, and the Birth of the M

340

FLORIDA HISTORICAL QUARTERLY

The report concluded that "the wildlife resources of Florida
constitute one of the state's greatest and most valuable assets ...
Florida is preeminently an outdoor state. To the sportsmen who
likes his nature in the raw, Florida offers vast acres of wilderness
forest and swamplands." 40 In addition to hunting and fishing,
parks (city, county, and state) were "the center of action for many
tourists," whose presence generated $11 million in revenue annually.41 The report suggested that each Florida community should
build parks to "provide them [tourists] with recreation and amusement... to enjoy themselves and to return to Florida for subsequent
visits and bring others with them. "42 Over 1.5 million tourists played
shuffleboard in 1938-500,000 in Palm Beach and Pinellas counties alone.43 Twenty-nine counties sported over 800 shuffleboard
courts. Other popular park activities were horseshoes, checkers,
and lawn bowling. 44 All three studies validated the state government's efforts in building a state park service as a way to promote
and expand tourism.
Many of the state's New Deal programs continued to expand
the efforts to sell Florida to the nation in the late 193Os. Top among
these was the Florida Federal Writer's Project (FWP), which operated as a section of the state's WPA program. Based in Jacksonville, and under the guidance of local historian and writer Carita
Doggett Corse as state director, the FWP churned out numerous
travel guides and tourist brochures. While often focusing upon culture and history, nearly all the publications of the FWP assumed
the reader to be a tourist. 45 Briefly assuming primacy over the Florida Department of Agriculture's Bureau of Immigration (although
they collaborated on several publications), the FWP published
numerous booklets on Florida towns, highways, nature, and travel,
including Ffurida: Facts, Events, Places, Tours (1941), Birds in Ffurida (1941), Seeing Fernandina: A Guide to the Ciry (1940), Planning
Your Vacation in Ffurida: Miami and Dade County (1941), The Ocean
Highway: Brunswick New Jersey toJacksonviUe, Ffurida ( 1938), Pensacola
40 Ibid., 25.
41 Ibid., 18.
42 Ibid., 17.
43 Ibid., 20.
44 Ibid., 20.
45 Juliet Gorman points this out in her hypertext examination of the FWP's state
guide to Florida. Jukin' it Out: Contested Visions ofFlorida in New Deal Narratives
(May 2001) http://www.oberlin.edu/ library/ papers/ honorshistory/ 200lGorman/ FWP/ contemporaryscene/ contscene3.html (accessed July 10,
2017).
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&creation Handbook (1941), U. S. One: Maine to Florida (1938), A
Guide to Key West (1941), The Intracoastal Waterway: Norfolk to Key
West (1938), Seminole Indians in Florida (1941), History of Broward
County ( 1936), Seeing St. Augustine (1937), Spanish Missions ofFlorida
(1940), and TropicalFruitsinFlorida (1941). 46
But the FWP's main publication, and towards which it spent
most of its energies, was Florida: A Guide to the Southernmost State
(sometimes referred to as the ¾PA Guide to Florida), published in
November 1939 by Oxford University Press, the first of thirteen the
WPA would eventually release. Using the Baedeker series of travel
books as a model, the national director for the FWP, Henry Alsberg, hoped to produce such a guide for every state and territory.
Florida's mammoth guide was over 600 pages with more than one
hundred illustrations and images. Although some social commentary creeps into the text at times-folklorist Stetson Kennedy and
anthropologist-novelist Zora Neal Hurston were among the two
hundred Florida writers who worked on the project-the guide
was primarily a state advertisement, under the guise of an educational publication. Divided into a series of driving tours, the book
marketed Florida as an attraction unto itself. The book discussed
everything from roadside attractions, beaches, and restaurants to
Spanish history, turpentine stills, and Florida Crackers. But for the
most part, it followed the lead of advertisers within the state's government. Like all New Deal programs, the local leaders and workers peopled the FWP program with oversight and guidance from
the national office. And by the time the book appeared in 1939, the
State of Florida had been selling the state for over six years through
fairs, brochures, booklets, speeches, and the Florida Park Service.
While this was the largest federal effort at promoting Florida, Florida: A Guide to the Southernmost State seemed almost repetitive when
it was finally published.
These public-funded efforts were having a quantifiable effect
by the end of the decade. During the 1937-1938 season, more than
two million visitors came to Florida. By winter of 1938-1939, that
figure was up to 3 million, with tourist spending at nearly $300
46

For more on the FWP in Florida, see James A. Findley and Margaret Bing,
"Touring Florida Through the Federal Writer's Project," Jaumal of Decarative
and Propaganda Arts 23 (1998), 289-305. Also see their web exhibit on the Federal Writer's Project entitled An Exhibition of Works Progress Administration (¾PA)
Literature and Art from the Collections of the Bienes Center Jar the Literary Arts at
http:/ /www.co.broward.fl.us/library/bienes/lii10200.htm (Accessed July 10,
2017).
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million. 47 For a state with only 1. 7 million permanent residents, this
was a significant influx of both people and dollars. One observer

estimated that by 1946, Florida might receive more than a half billion dollars in revenue from tourism. 48
But not all were thrilled with such prophecies. Drastic changes
in government spending, land use, and policies towards the state's
natural resources struck at the heart of Florida's newly labeled
Cracker culture. A cultural battle that singer Bobby Hicks was still
fighting in 1998 had begun.
One reason so many people in Florida's rural areas resisted
the state's tourist development was that it involved people with
expendable cash and too much free time indulging in frivolous
pursuits while they struggled each day to put food on the table
or pay their debts. Indeed, when poor families heard reports that
the state government has spent hundreds of thousands of dollars
to improve roads, parks and airports, or to advertise the state at
world fairs, while the same officials were simultaneously complaining of the "waste" and high costs of welfare, priorities of the state
leaders appeared skewed. "We liked to starve to death," remembered farmer Fred Williams. "I hate to even think of those times ...
To think how much money there was in this country and there's
people having to go through such stuff as that, you see? ... If this
here is a democracy, and you are not a farmer and your kids are out
there and got good shoes and good coats and good hats and good
underwear. .. my children ought to have it. .. I don't like having to
wear flour sacks ... "49
In 1930, Florida's native white Southern and Confederate heritage was still very much on display. But the state parks, the major
tourist attractions, and other promotional efforts throughout the
decade presented a regionally and racially neutral Florida, devoid
of any mention of the Civil War, slavery, or the Lost Cause. Of
course, as the target audience of the tourist boosters were northern
tourists, a focus on the Old South would essentially be bad for business. Yet this was not for a lack of trying by some local organizations,
47
48
49

Florida Department of Agriculture, Agricultural Trends of the Day: Addresses on
Pertinent Problems Pertaining to Flmida Agriculture and Economy (Tallahassee: Florida Dept. of Agriculture, 1938), 30-31.
See for instance the published speech by State Marketing Director L. L.
Rhodes on May 15, 1938 in Davenport, Cone Papers, box 57, folder: "Marketing Bureau 1937"; and Agricultural Trends of the Day, 30.
Interview with Fred Williams by folklorist Doris Dyen, April 16, 1983, Recordings of the Florida Folklife Program, 1936-2006, box 5, tape C83-104, FSA.
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including the Florida Chapter of the United Daughters of the Confederacy (UDC). The struggles the UDC faced in attempting to
maintain and exploit Confederate Florida illustrate the social and
cultural changes brought about through tourism.
While the state owned several of Florida's Antebellum and
Civil War historic sites including the Olustee and Natural Bridge
Battlefield Memorials, as well as Dade Battlefield Memorial (all of
which would become state parks in the 1950s) the Florida UDC
actually managed the properties. But the site that was most indicative of the changing image of Florida was the Judah P. Benjamin
Memorial at Gamble Plantation near Sarasota in Manatee County.
In 1930, the UDC received $20,000 from the state legislature for
restoration and maintenance of the former plantation, plus funds
to hire a caretaker at $50 a month. 50 The Memorial was designed
as "a shrine ... to the brave men and women of our beloved Southland, who gave their all for the cause they loved so well. "51 In 1933,
as tourism began to take off, the UDC hoped that the memorial
would be a site to which "thousands of winter visitors will pay homage. Thus we could place before them much valuable and true
history of the War Between the States."52 But over the decade, visitation at the historic sites remained low, and the group had a hard
time interesting civic and government leaders in their properties.
Few guide books even mentioned the historic sites, preferring the
more exotic Spanish colonial sites in Pensacola and St. Augustine.
By 1935, the local UDC "planted tropical fruit trees [at the site]
which will be of interest to the thousands of Northern people."53
While the state funded elaborate and expensive world fair exhibits
in Chicago and Cleveland, the UDC could not even acquire $100
to repair the plantation's roof. 54 In 1937, the state promised $2,500
to the site, but then rescinded the offer at the last moment. 55
And while in 1939 they succeeded in having Governor Fred Cone
proclaim the portion of U.S. 19 that ran from Monticello to St.
50

51
52
53
54
55

Florida United Daughters of the Confederacy, Minutes of the 301' Annual Convention, FwridaDivision, United Daughters of the Confederacy (Tampa: Florida United Daughters of the Confederacy, 1931), 56.
Ibid., 56.
Minutes of the 38'1' Annual Convention, Fwrida Division, United Daughters of the
Confederacy (Tampa: Florida United Daughters of the Confederacy, 1933), 46.
Minutes of the 4(Ji' Annual Convention, Fwrida Division, United Daughters of the
Confederacy (Tampa: Florida United Daughters of the Confederacy, 1935), 57.

Ibid., 58.
Minutes of the 43"' Annual Convention, Fwrida Division, United Daughters of the
Confederacy (Tampa: Florida United Daughters of the Confederacy, 1938), 70.

https://stars.library.ucf.edu/fhq/vol96/iss3/4

16

Nelson: Rejecting Paradise: Tourism, Conservation, and the Birth of the M

344

FLORIDA HISTORICAL QUARTERLY

Petersburg as the "Stonewall Jackson Memorial Highway," the state
erected no signs for it and no major guidebooks mentioned it.56
In January 1940, however, the UDC did place a marker in both
Monticello and later a terminal boulder made of native travertine
rock at a cost of $100. 57 UDC complaints about the exclusion of the
Confederate flag for a WPA-built decorative grill of Florida flags
over the entrance to the Pensacola Post Office were ignored. 58 In
the 1930s, the Florida UDC itself lost over one thousand members
as well as six state chapters. 59 More and more , if a site or attraction
was not adequately tropical or exotic in nature, then the civic-elite
of Florida were not interested in promoting it.
But more than class or heritage, it was the use of Florida's natural resources that brought the major clashes between commercial
and "Cracker" Florida. The recently created Florida Forestry Service (FFS) saw the rise in tourism as an opportunity to continue its
efforts to curb the practice of woods burning by rural farmers. As
the FFS successfully argued, small farmers' use of fire was becoming less economically useful as the decade progressed. This turf
war began when future state forester and tourism ally Harry Lee
Baker's published his anti-fire tract, Forest Fires in Flmida in 1927.
Across the state and nation, a rising awareness of forest fires created rifts between land managers, politicians, and native residents.
Tensions that stemmed from debates over forest management had
by the 1920s erupted into outright hostility. In Florida, government
officials and state boosters united against uncooperative Crackers-turpentiners, small farmers, and-most of all-cattle ranchers.
Baker wrote what many in the state had been quietly saying for years:
cattle ranchers were Florida's largest and most damaging group of
woods burners. According to Baker, "cattlemen have for years been
accustomed to burning off dead grass during the winter and spring"
in order to provide fresh grass for their roving cattle. 60 Using words
such as "apathy," "indifference," and a "need for education," Baker

56
57
58
59
60

Minutes of the 44"' Annual Convention, Florida Division, United Daughters of the
Confederacy (Tampa: Florida United Daughters of the Confederacy, 1939), 20,

69.
Minutes of the 45"' Annual Convention, Florida Division, United Daughters of the
Confederacy (Tampa: Florida United Daughters of the Confederacy, 1940), 54.
Ibid., 25.
Ibid., 24.
Harry Lee Baker, Forest Fires in Florida (Tallahassee: Florida Forestry Association, 1927), 26.
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accused cattlemen of fostering an unprogressive and damaging burn
culture. For him, cattlemen "had horns and a forked tail." 61
Former U.S. Forest Service ranger Inman Eldredge described
the fire situation in Depression-era Florida in a 1959 interview:
"In those days, fire was looked on as an aid to living. Turpentiners
burned over the woods so that they were open ... cattlemen burned
the woods to fatten [their] cattle ... the farmer burned the woods
because the turpentine men and the cattlemen were going to bum
and it would bum him up to if he didn't bum first." 62 According
to Eldredge, and many other observers, fire was an integral part
of rural Florida culture. Locals "felt that to kill the boll weevil and
get rid of snakes and to take care of cattle ticks, and almost anything else," explained Florida State Forester C.H. Coulter in 1958,
"you ought to burn the woods."63 Land clearing through fire was
a common practice for rural farmers and ranchers. This was usually done, according to one rural farmer who also owned cattle,
"in the winter when there was plenty of moisture on the ground.
Then when the weather warmed the grasses grew tender and nutritious for grazing." 64 For turpentiners, large wild fires were "a constant menace." 65 Not only did uncontrolled conflagrations damage
equipment such as the zinc cups and gutters, but they also preyed
upon the trees covered in a highly flammable gum, the result of
the extractive turpentine methods. Anything other than low-intensity ground fires would irreparably damage the resin-rich pines. In
addition, turpentiners sought cleared, open forest floors to keep
away spiders, snakes, and impassable vegetation from their laborers. Therefore, regularly controlled burns were common in turpentined forests, and were usually conducted at night when "the litter
on the forest floor was damp" and there was little wind. 66 Ranchers
also preferred cleared forest floors, as well as fresh grass shoots that
spring up after a forest fire.
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65
66

Herbert Stoddard. Memoirs of a Naturalist (Norman: University of Oklahoma
Press, 1969), 244.
Inman Eldredge oral history, by Elwood Maunder, February 3, 1959, 47,
http: / / foresthistory.org/ Research/ Biltmore_Project/OHis/Eldredge.pdf
(Accessedjuly 10, 2017).
Clinton H. Coulter oral history, by Elwood Maunders, February 6, 1958, Forestry Historical Society Papers, Duke University, 215.
Gilbert Tucker, Before the Timber was Cut (self-published, 1999), 23.
Pete Gerrell, fllustrated History of the Naval Stores (Turpentine) Industry (Tallahassee, FL: Kearney, 1997), 45.
Ibid., 44.
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The FFS labeled such fire customs as "short-sighted," creating
"uncontrolled wild fires that stripped much of the timber from the
land." 67 The Florida Federation of Women's Clubs in 1932 instituted
a series of school lectures and programs warning about the danger
of woods burning; "It is believed that they carried home to their parents much of the information." 68 Fire suppression had become one
of the most pressing issues for those wishing to improve Florida's
appeal to visitors, and advocates saw arsonists behind every tree.
Into this mix came the Civilian Conservation Corps. (CCC),
President Franklin Roosevelt's popular "tree army," that not only
put out every fire it found, but spread the message that fires were
destructive and a threat to the state's economic future. And federal
New Deal support of fire protection was not limited to the CCC. As
a WPA Federal Writer's Project publication argued, ''Woods burning has become a custom in this state and old residents could not
understand why such a practice would impair Florida's resources ....
Woods burning has been perhaps the greatest single factor in the
depletion of Florida forests." 69 After years of lamenting the effect
blackened forests and smoke on the highways had upon the state's
tourist industry, Florida's promoters were thrilled.
Concerns over fires appeared to be confirmed in 1940 when
John Shea, a psychologist employed by the USFS to study the prevalence of fires in the South and especially Florida, published, "Our
Pappies Burned the Woods" in AmericanForestmagazine. 70 Based on
dozens ofinterviews throughout the region, Shea concluded that the
answer resided in the poorer classes' pre-modem customs and their
"frustrated lives," in which the only excitement they experienced was
in burning the woods.71 The "crackers" [Shea's word] belief that fire
killed ticks, snakes, and had other benefits, wrote Shea, was ignorance coupled with outdated folkways. Shea's study only validated
how many promoters throughout Florida already felt. 72
67
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69
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Florida. Board of Forestry. 13'' Biennial Report, 1952-1954 (Tallahassee, Fla.,
1954), 12.
GFWC Florida Federation of Women's Clubs, Yearbook of the Flmida Federation of
Women's Clubs, 1932-1934 (Tampa, FL, 1932) , 169.
F1orida Federal Writers Project, Agricultural Conservation (Bulletin, No. 91, New
Series, February 1939, Tallahassee, FL), 31.
John Shea, "Our Pappies Burned the Woods," American Forests (April 1940),
159-170.
Ibid.
The article was so influential, that even as late as 1995, historian Jack Temple
Kirby repeated its basic arguments in his The Counter-Cultural South (Athens:
University of Georgia Press, 1995), 48-56. He even argued that the Hank William's song, "Setting the Woods on Fire" was proof of the South's rampant
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Several self-described Crackers from within the cattle industry
rebutted the anti-fire campaign. Two essays took on Baker's oftrepublished 1927 publication, point by point. In one essay titled
"Some Strictly Minor Details of Testimony," the anonymous writer
analyzed Baker's illustrations, starting with the cover. "The cover's
portrayal of a Florida woods fire being beaten with a pine bough.
My, but what a bonehead!"73 On page four of Baker's booklet, the
essay pointed out that the photo showed trees displaying "unmistakable evidence of having been killed by method of turpentining
before they were burned." 74 The photo was only captioned with
"Destroyed trees," leaving the impression that fire killed them, but
never stating that fact overtly. Another photo-on page six-of a
"healthy" forest was also clearly a turpentine forest, with a litter-free
understory, signifying recent burning. 75 Another essay used deductions analogous to modern historical analysis to dispute Baker's
claims. In ''.Just How Little the Outside Expert Knows," the writer
described how explorers Hernando DeSoto and William Bartram
both reported-two hundred years apart-plentiful pine forests
in North Florida. Furthermore, Bartram "records that the Indians
habitually burned the woods-just as they must have been doing for
ages." 76 Therefore, the essay asked, why after centuries of uncontrolled burning are pine forests still thriving in North Florida?
Many of the essays took on regional and class connotations.
Baker's Northern origins were often remarked despairingly upon,
as were the FFA's urban membership. In one sentence in an essay
called "Something for the Florida Cracker to Think About," the
writer managed to invoke racism, regionalism, class, the land
boom, states' rights, and a rural-urban dichotomy:
Certainly as a Democratic State that holds some manner of
States' Rights against the increasing absorption of power by
the federal government, Florida can work out control and
development of its own forests for its own people instead

73
74
75
76

arsonist tendencies. In 2006, Kirby revised his argument slightly in Mockingbird's Song: Ecological Landscapes of the South admitting that Shea's study was
indeed biased and that William's song was probably allegorical. But he furthered a new but empirically deficient argument-Florida's numerous fires
were the product of poor laborers looking for relief work putting out "wild"
fires. Kirby, Mockingbird Song, 137-143.
Drew Family Papers, 1856-1999, Box 23, folder: "Forest Farming," FSA.
Ibid.
Ibid.
Ibid.
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of for speculators and boomringers that never get nearer
to what the country means than by golfing over forty acres
after a little ball in company with a little n ..... r! 77
In the meantime, law enforcement officials were having difficulty actually catching and prosecuting the woods burners and
arsonists the foresters so feared. The frustration can be seen in
several letters of the period. For instance Florida forester Coulter wrote, "It is extremely difficult to catch woods burners and to
get sufficient evidence for conviction." 78 In another letter, Baker
explained to the governor that "even our present rangers, whose
speed to fires reported by look-outs, have difficulty in actually seeing the party who threw away the match." 79 The unspoken explanation was that in many cases the fires were natural in origin, and not
the work of fellow humans.
Years later in 1962, at a fire ecology conference held at Florida State University, fire ecologist Herbert Stoddard lamented the
plight of rural Floridians during the Depression. "Some with no
first-hand knowledge of these hardy pioneers would have us believe
that they set fires just to see them burn." 80 Through the publications and no-fire campaigns, they were "much maligned" and had
"valid reasons for burning." 81 And they were correct that fires killed
chiggers, ticks, and other pests. Stoddard saw regional bias playing a role in the foresters' actions, most of whom were from the
Northeast, and trained in areas outside of Florida. "The libertyloving natives began to be harassed by an influx of Northerners
that neither understood them, nor had much consideration of
them." 82 But this was little consolation to those in the 1930s who
felt they were under attack. And if Florida Crackers felt maligned
by the civic-elites' reaction over their fire practices, that would
pale to the uproar spawned by their efforts at eradicating cattle
ticks. Controlled burns may have destroyed Bambi's environment
77
78
79
80

81
82

Ibid.
Coulter to Baker, May 4, 1936, Gov. Dave Sholtz Papers, Box 46, folder: Forestry, 1936, FSA.
Baker to Sholtz, June 22, 1935; Gov. Dave Sholtz Papers, Box 45, folder: 14,
FSA.
H.L. Stoddard, "Use of Fire in Pine Forests and Game Lands of the Deep
Southeast," Proceedings: First Tall Timbers Ecological Conference (Tallahassee, FL,
1962), 35. Can be found at: http:/ /talltimbers.org/publications/tall-timbersfire-ecology-conference-proceedings-volume-1/ (Accessed 14June 2018)
Ibid., 32.
Ibid., 37.
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according to tourism promoters, but Florida's tick eradication program attempted to destroy Bambi altogether.
In July 1933, Florida Conservation Commissioner George
Davis received a frantic letter from Dorothea Mason of Winter
Park asking whether or not the government was poisoning deer
to eradicate cattle tick fever. A concerned Davis forwarded the letter with one of his own to the State veterinarian Dr. Jean Knapp.
In response, Knapp wrote, "So far as this department is informed,
deer are not a factor in tick eradication work."83 Knapp's response
appeared to quash the seemingly conspiratorial rumor. A month
later, Florida Governor Dave Sholtz and U.S. Senator Duncan
Fletcher both received letters from the president of the Tropical
Sportsmen Club, Scott Weaver. "Ticks have already been sent to
Washington to convince the Dept. of Agriculture that in order
to fully eradicate the fever tick, it will be necessary to destroy all
the deer in the lower Everglades," Weaver wrote to Sholtz. 84 To
Fletcher's letter he added, "Dr. Knapp denied any knowledge of
this," although Weaver claimed to have "reliable" data to back up
claims that "such an unbelievable act" was indeed in process. 85 In
his response to Fletcher's request for confirmation, Knapp denied
all of Weaver's claims. 86 But Knapp was holding back information.
In the 1930s, cattle tick fever ran rampant amongst Florida's
cattle. 87 Other diseases, including hog cholera, brucellosis, tuberculosis, and poultry white diarrhea were also common in the state's
livestock industry. But ticks were what most concerned ranchers,
farmers, and regulators. In 1889, Bureau of Animal Industry (BAI)
scientist Theobald Smith discovered protozoa called the Babesia
bovis. 88 As Smith learned, the Babesia enters the ovaries of female
83
84
85
86
87
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Knapp to Davis, July 11, 1933, Tick Eradication files, box 1, folder: D misc
(1933), FSA.
Weaver to Sholtz, August 25, 1933, Gov. Dave Sholtz Papers, box 72, folder
State Livestock Board (1933), FSA.
Weaver to Fletcher, August 25, 1933, Tick Eradication files, box 1, folder: F
misc (1933), FSA.
Knapp to FleLcher, n.d. (August 1925), Tick Eradication files, box 1, folder: F
misc (1933), FSA.
The best work on cattle tick fever in the South is Claire Strom's Making Catfish
Out of Guvemment Boys: The Fight Against Cattle Ticks and the Transformation of
the Yeoman South (Athens, GA: University of Georgia Press, 2009). Focusing
primarily on Georgia in the 1920s, Strom looks at the conflict between government expertise and concerns over public healtl1 versus the financial livelihoods and individual rights of small Southern farmers.
Jimmy Skaggs, Prime Cut: Livestock Raising and Meatpacking in the United St~tes,
1607-1983 (College Station: Texas A&M University Press, 1986), 83. This 1s a
history of tl1e livestock industry in the United States.

https://stars.library.ucf.edu/fhq/vol96/iss3/4

22

Nelson: Rejecting Paradise: Tourism, Conservation, and the Birth of the M

350

FLORIDA HISTORICAL QUARTERLY

Boophilus ticks, especially the Boophilus annulatus tick, wherein the
protozoa infect the eggs. Soon, the Boophilus female drops from
her host, and lays her eggs on the ground. The Babesia develops in
the larvae, moving into the salivary glands. As these larvae mature
and attach themselves to new hosts, they pass along the Babesia,
which proceeds to infect the red cells of the host. The resultant
condition in the host is called piroplasmosis (or babesiosis).89 Most
people know this condition as Texas fever. Once infected, cattle
herds suffered mightily. In addition to lethargic behavior, milk production fell dramatically, bulls often behaved erratically that often
resulted in cracked horns, and in the worst infections, herds suffered as high as 70-80 percent mortality rates. 90 Between 1865 and
1900, as many as 2.5 million heads of cattle in the lower south died
from piroplasmosis. 91 The ranchers spatial association was astute,
however, for the Boophilus annulatus is a tropical tick, and is restricted to primarily the U.S. Southeast along with Central and South
America. Within two years of Smith's explanation of the fever, scientists were already developing a solution.
Because the Boophilus tick carried the protozoan circular infection, veterinarians within the United States Department of Agriculture (USDA)-the parent agency for the BAI-decided to eradicate
the vector in order to destroy the pest. In 1891, the USDA first
demonstrated its new technique: immersing cattle into an arsenicbased solution, which after several repetitions would free the animal of the tick. 92 The goal was to kill the tick before it had a chance
to drop to the ground, and lay more eggs-which could number
as many as 1500 per tick. 93 Not until 1923 did Florida implement a
cattle dip program.
Up to that time, the state housed a distinctive, unregulated
open-range ranching culture.94 Today, this culture is considered
one of the hallmark characteristics of "Cracker Florida." Former
89
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The etiology of Babesia bovis came from http://www.conicet.gov.ar/bovinesadness-complex-piroplasmosis-a-great-problem-for-tropical-and-subtropicalregions/ (Accessed 14June 2018).
Skaggs, Prime Cut, 53.
Ibid., 54.
Ibid., 81.
Theodore Mealor and Merle Prunty. "Open Range Ranching in Southern
Florida," Annals of the Association of American Geographers, (September 1976),
368-369.
Although many scholars have written about Florida's ranching culture (e.g.
John Otto,Joe Akerman, and Stetson Kennedy), the first and still authoritative
source is Mealor and Prunty.
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rancher Harris Fussell described Florida's cattle culture in the
1930s: "Open range? It was no definition of where everybody's
property was. No fence lines. Everybody's cattle just ran together.
They all done community work to get together and have what they
called a round-up. They would mark and brand their cattle where
they would be identified ... Then they'd turn them back out. "95 More
than a mere economic pursuit, rounding up and branding cattle
was a social event for many. "That was the biggest picnic- that was
the only real picnic that they knew about at that time cause they
looked forward every year to catching and wrassling those calves ...
it was a great excitement for the boys .. .It was just a great holiday
time." 96
Inez Magill (nee Hull) also remembers cattle in her native
Caloosahatchee Valley (between present-day Okeechobee and Fort
Myers): "Pioneer families had cattle, which had free range ...Every
owner had his own brand, as that was the only means of identity
when they ranged in unfenced territory... Practically everyone had a
milk cow, they ran loose in the streets. "97 And cattle was not restricted to the woods, but roamed the town. "We still stumbled over cows
in the streets. Soon after the creation of the county, an anonymous
writer had a poem in the local paper about cows not knowing they
were supposed to stay home." 98
Ironically,just like with tourism, Florida ranching was an "environment dependent industry," that depended on the "scrub cow's"
ability to survive Florida's sandy environment-a Florida acclimated-animal derived from Spanish Andalusia cows bred with
English-stock cattle. 99 These Florida bovines were smaller and hardier than the "pure-breds" of Western America fame. The Florida
cattle could live on the nutrient-deprived wire and other native
grasses in Florida's sandy flatwoods and vast longleaf pine forests. 100
Ranchers, who used cow dogs and cattle whips instead of lassos
95

Interview with Harris Fussell by folklorist Doris Dyen, May 7, 1983, Recordings
of the Florida Folklife Program, l 93&-2006, box 11, tape C83-ll, FSA.
96 Ibid.
97 Note that like many who grew up in that period, she used the term 'pioneer'
instead of cracker. Inez Magill, From Ticks to Politics, (Labelle, FL: self-published, 1977.) 1, 4. A copy can be found in the Florida Collection of the State
Library of Florida.
98 Ibid., 17.
99 Mealor and Prunty, "Open Range Ranching," 364,366.
100 John Solomon Otto, "Traditional Cattle Herding Practices in Florida," The
Journal of American Fo/ltlme 97 Ouly-September 1984), 319; Mealor and Prunty,
"Open Range Ranching," 361.
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and fences to control cattle never had to feed their cattle. 101 Unlike
other cattle common in the United States, the scrub could survive
on native foraging alone. Once, perhaps twice, a year the cattle
were rounded up-identified by either brands or owner-specific
ear cuts-for selling at market. 102 The rest of the year, ranchers and
small farmers did nothing for the cattle. And because they roamed
the open territory, owners could enter the livestock trade with very
little investment: feed, extensive land holdings, and large staffs
were unnecessary. Unlike the rest of the nation, Florida ranchers
sold meat either locally in the state, or more commonly, to Cuba. 108
In 1923, Florida's legislature passed a compulsory dipping law
for all cattle under the supervision of the newly created Florida
State Live Stock Sanitary Board. 104 By the 1930s, the Livestock
Board began constructing a series of vats to hold the arsenic solution for dipping. Constructed of concrete, the vats were approximately seven feet deep, three to four feet wide, and thirty feet in
length. 105 They were usually located next to local water sources
such as springs, creeks, or drinking wells so that the dip could be
mixed on site. The dip consisted of four pounds of caustic soda,
ten pounds of white arsenic, and ten pounds of soda for every 500
gallons of water. 106 A typical vat held around 3,500 gallons. 107 The
vats were designed with 45-degree ramps on either end to allow the
cattle to walk into the solution. Once a year, the vats were drained,
and recharged with new dip. 108 By the end of the dipping program
in 1961, more than 3,000 vats had been built in Florida.
Promising to "leave no tick-infested area behind," 109 Knapp
required all cattle in Florida, which he once estimated at more than
101 Some scholars maintain that the term "Florida Cracker" derives from the cattle
ranchers' use of the cow whip, whose loud 'crack' startled cattle into submission. See for instance Peggy Bulger, et al, SouthFloridaFolklife Oackson: University of Mississippi Press, 1994), 41. For more on Florida ranching folklife, see
also Otto, "Traditional Cattle Herding," 219.
102 Florida passed its first branding law in 1828, while still a U.S. territory. Otto,
"Traditional Cattle Herding," 303.
103 Ibid., 297-298.
104 Ch. 9201, Laws ofFlorida (Tallahassee: Florida House of Representatives, 1923).
105 Helene Solo-Gabriele, et al, Quantities of Ar.senic Within the State of Florida,
Report #0~ (Gainesville: Florida Center for Solid Waste and Hazardous Management, University of Florida. 2003), 88. An online version can be found
at
http://www.ccaresearch.org/0305%20Quantites%20of%20Arsenic%20
Within%20the%20State%20of%20Florida.pdf (accessed July 10, 2017).
106 Ibid.
107 Ibid., 87.
108 Ibid.
109 Ibid.
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Duval County man dipping and paint marking catt/,e. Between 1923 and 1929. Black &
white photoprint, 10 x 8 in. State Archives of Florida, Florida Memory. <https:/ /
www.floridamemory.com/ items/ show/ 1349>.

a million head, to be dipped.11° Each cattle owner was required
to dip every two weeks. Once dipped, the cattle (and horses and
mules, which were also dipped) would be marked with paint to
signify their dipped status. Any unmarked cattle encountered by
Board-employed range riders would both be confiscated and sold
110 Knapp to Mrs. Lee Eden, December 27, 1933, Tick Eradication files, box 1,
folder: E misc. (1933), FSA.
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at a public sale, or-more commonly-were simply killed on the
spot.m By 1940, thousands of cattle had been killed in this manner.
Not surprisingly, many cattle ranchers and small farmers were
unhappy with the dipping program. The labor and effort involved
in the tick eradication program was beyond the capabilities of many
small ranchers. Dipping every fourteen days required ranchers and
farmers to gather their cattle, most of which were not fenced in,
but rather were roaming wild in the woods. This required enlarged
staffs and labor requirements. In addition to the loss of animals,
owners were required to pay a seizure fee for any cattle confiscated
by the state to cover the state's salary and equipment costs. One
83-year old farmer reported that a range rider seized his cattle
although they had been dipped and were clearly marked with
paint. "He offered to shoot it out with me when I refused to pay"
the seizure fees. 112 For Mrs. Mary Padgett, a widow, "it takes two
of her boys out of school on dip day" to make a ten mile round
trip in order to treat their one milk cow. 113 When asked if family
cows could be exempted, the Board refused to budge. "No cow will
be left out [of dipping] for a period of time sufficient for ticks to
mature and drop to the ground." 114 Although cattle owners were
reimbursed three cents for the dipping-about 50 percent of the
total costs-it was often years before they received their funds. 115
The dip process itself could be damaging to the cattle. For
small farmers with limited resources, such damage could have tremendous repercussions in a state already reeling from drought, the
boll weevil, hurricanes, and depressed crop prices. "I have dipped
my cow four times," explained Gus Davis of Palm Harbor. "Each
time, the skin peeled off the teats. After the third time, large sores
have formed on the teats and bag." 116 Even the marking paint "has
taken the skin off in several places." 117 In a petition to Governor
Sholtz in 1933, Union County farmers claimed that "dippings are
111 Joe Akerman, Flarida Cowman: A History ofFlarida Cattl,e Raising (Kissimmee, FL:
Florida Cattlemen's Association, 1976), 239-240.
112 G. A. Powers to Knapp.July 2, 1931. Governor Doyle Carlton Papers, box 54,
folder: "State Livestock Board," FSA.
113 Streat Hair to Knapp, February 7, 1933, Tick eradication files, box 1, folder: "H
misc (1933)," FSA.
114 Knapp to L.L. Carl, May, 7 1931, Carlton Papers, box 52, folder Livestock
Board, FSA.
115 Ch. 9201, Laws ofFlarida.
116 Davis to Commissioner of Agriculture Nathan Mayo, May 24, 1934, Tick eradication files, box 2, folder: "D misc (1934)," FSA.
117 Ibid.
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causing our cattle to fall away and the calves and yearlings in many
instances are killed ... regular dipping in winter. . .is very injurious
to the cattle." 11 8 Sometimes violence accompanied the dippings.
Gilbert Tucker describes a confrontation between his father and a
State Livestock employee. "We had to run them [the cattle] a lot
to get them in the pen. Papa asked the inspector to wait an hour
to dip them in order for them to cool off. The inspector refused."
The result was both men pulled guns and each had to be talked
down. According to Tucker, "It was a dangerous vocation to force
those old-time cowmen to bring their livestock every fourteen days
for dipping."119
The net result of the tick eradication program is that many
small farmers quit the business altogether. Large cattle owners,
able to withstand the occasional dip-related deaths, as well as afford
to hire workers to gather cattle bi-weekly, prospered as they consolidated their control over the industry. Even though the law did not
require it, many of the well-to-do ranchers began fencing in their
property. Not only was this more efficient for their operations,
further boosting their control, but doing so removed those specific grazing lands from other, smaller farmers not able to afford
their own land or fencing. By the 1930s, there was already talk of
improving tjle industry by bringing in pure-bred cattle to allow
Florida ranchers to compete on the national market. With fenced
areas that could be stocked with adequate feed, coupled with the
increased infrastructure of the larger ranches-a spin-off of the
eradication program-imported cattle could now be a profitable
endeavor in the Sunshine state. Such a development would further
erode the small rancher's stake in the trade. But forces outside the
industry were about to emerge that would affect not only the small
farmer and rancher, but also the cattle industry as a whole.
By the 1930s, all of Florida had become a tourist attraction.
Beaches, citrus farms, forests, lakes, and even alligators became
selling points, marketable commodities. Therefore all of Florida
was a commodity, especially if visible from the highways, and had
conform to fit the advertised image. As with farmer-sparked fires
that caused smoke on the highways and left behind charred trees
and a blackened ground, promoters scrutinized the actions of cattle-owners, large and small. The top issue these state promoters
118 Gilbert Tucker to Sholtz, February 13, 1933, Governor Dave Sholtz papers, box
72, folder: "Livestock Board (1933)," FSA.
119 Tucker, Before the Timber, 11.
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focused upon was the paving and improving of the state's roads. In
doing so, they struck directly at the heart of the now beleaguered
open-range ranching (i.e., Cracker) culture. Despite the increase
in the amount of fenced-in lands, the central feature of the Florida
ranching industry was free-range cattle. Even some of the larger
landowners viewed fencing as a temporary fix, only valid until the
tick eradication program ended. But as early as the 1910s, a small
but influential segment of Floridians demanded what they rather
confusingly termed "No-Fence" laws that would require all livestock owners to keep their animals fenced off. There was even a
No-Fence League formed by members of the Florida Federation
of Women's Clubs (FFWC) with the stated goal of rescinding laws
allowing free-range 120
The movement did not pick up steam until the 1930s. By then,
too many accidents were occurring on the state's highways, advocates of fencing argued. One supporter called the open-range
ranching "a relic of near Civil War times." 121 Journalist and owner
of the Florida Clipping Service (and future gubernatorial candidate
in 1940) Russell Kay began to write searing opinion pieces against
open-range cattle. Originally from Los Angeles, California, and
one of the original "Tamiami Trail Blazers" (a group of men who
drove the proposed Tamiami Trail between Ft. Myers and Miami
in 1923 to raise publicity for the need for good roads), Kay was a
major player in the creation of the Florida Exhibition at the Century of Progress, the Great Lakes Exposition and the 1939 New York
World's Fair. 122 Convinced that cattle were a threat to Florida tourism, he even wrote a poem in 1934 about the issue called "Clear
All Roads":
In all of our Zephyrs
The folks from other states do like
Our winds but not our heifers
So kick the scrubs right off the roads
And shut them up be heck!
120 There would be no such restriction against free-range cattle until 1947. Linda
Vance, May Mann Jennings: Ffnrida s Genteel Activist (Gainesville: University Press
of Florida, 1985) 123.
121 Dr. J.L. Kirby-Smith to Knapp, April 16, 1937, Cone Papers, box 56, folder:
"State Livestock Board (1937) ," FSA.
122 Biographical information on Kay can be found in his Miami Herald obituary,
October 6, 1977. He died at the age of85 in Tampa. See also Kay's article in the
Ffnrida Histarical Qy,arterly, "Tamiami Trail Blazers," 49, no. 3 (January 1971),
279-288.
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And we'll be rid of those darn things
That often cause a wreck
For when you bump right into one
The owner set up a holler
He swears the cow would bring ten bucks
When she ain't worth a dollar
Besides all this, I'm afraid to say
I've more to tell of heifers
If they would stay from off our roads
Purer'd be our Zephyrs 123
The cattle industry, namely in the guise of the Florida Cattlemen's Association (FCA), responded with a vengeance. In a lengthy
series of editorials in the Florida Catt/,emen-many of which were reprinted in various newspapers-the president of the FCA argued
for retention of open-range ranching. In one piece he argued that
cattlemen paid gas taxes-the main revenue for highway construction-just as every other Floridian, as well as paying the gas tax for
tractors "that never touch the highway. "124 In another, he argued
that cattle were not as dangerous as advertised. He pointed out
that only twenty-seven deaths resulted from cattle on the highways,
while thousands were caused by "driver error." 125 Finally, he mentioned that ranchers pre-dated cars by nearly three hundred years.
"Cattle were not put on the highway; but rather the highways were
put on the cattle, so to speak."126 One cattle owner in the 1930s
developed a way to let out his frustrations with the tourists affecting
his livelihood. After a bridge was built across the St. Johns River,
"we use to go there for when working cattle along the river ....When
a car went over the bridge someone would pop his whip real loud.
The driver would think he had a flat and stop to get out and look
at his tires. Everyone thought this was a big joke except the driver
of the car." 127
For small farmers, the refusal to fence was more than mere
"Cracker" contrariness. In 1937, one economic study of Florida put
the cost at constructing fences between $400 to $800 per mile. 128
123
124
125
126
127
128

Florida Newspaper News (October 1934), n.p.
P.E. Williams, Flmida Cattlemen, (October 1936), 5.
Ibid., (November 1936) 16.
Ibid., (February 1937), 18.
Tucker, Before the Timber, 43.
Florida Research Bureau, Flmida and Its Money (St. Augustine: The Record
Company, 1938), 98.
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According to the study, "Many small cattle raisers-and they are
the main offender-do not make that much profit a year from
their cattle." 129 Most cattle raisers who had not fenced by the 1930s
argued that if people "want the highways fenced, then the State
Road Department should stand the cost."130 The Florida Research
Bureau concluded in 1938, "little can be accomplished in the way
of highway fencing unless, as happened in Texas, the cattle and
hogs become too valuable to allow them to roam at large." 13 1
This debate over highways and cattle was typical of the fissure that had opened up between two visions of Florida: one that
pushed for agricultural and traditional agrarian values and another that saw tourism, development, and order in Florida's fortunes.
It was an issue of land use and, ultimately, control over Florida's
future. With millions of public funds pouring into both highway
construction as well as tick eradication and other livestock disease
control, parties that may have otherwise kept quiet felt empowered
to speak out. 132 During the span of its first decade, the Livestock
Board used science and empirical evidence to justify its actions,
usually in the face of what many considered "backwoods" and premodern "Cracker" ranchers. The Board was in many ways part of
the modernizing force that brought order, control, and cleanliness to Florida's physical and cultural landscape. But by the mid1930s, many questioned whether the board was even necessary if
Florida was indeed moving to be a tourism-centric state. Why spend
public funds on an increasingly archaic industry that neither had
much tangible value for tourists nor contributed, as did the citrus,
shrimping or sponge fishing industry, to the beauty and uniqueness of the state? The Board found itself on the same side of the
political and cultural fence as the Cracker ranching culture. The
grumbling between boosters and ranchers would degenerate into
a wide, impassable gulf once the Livestock Board began what many
might consider a public relations suicide mission: they began killing deer by the thousands.
129
130
131
132

Ibid.
Ibid., 97.
Ibid.
In just one winter, FERA gave $2 million for tick eradication in 1933. TW Cole
to Knapp, December 5, 1933, Tick eradication files, box 1, folder: Cole, TX
( 1933); The CWA also funded similar projects. Marcus Fagg to Knapp, December 21, 1933, box 1, folder: F misc (1933), FSA. Other agencies that contributed to the Livestock Board were the WPA and the CCC, while the WPA, CCC,
and PWA all contributed to road building as well.

Published by STARS, 2022

31

Florida Historical Quarterly, Vol. 96 [2022], No. 3, Art. 4

REJECTING PARADISE

359

Three days after writing Fletcher, State veterinarian Dr. Knapp
owned up to what his agency had been doing. In a letter to Conservation Commissioner Davis, Knapp admitted that a "most unusual"
discovery had been made. 133 While in the past the "presence of
deer has never been a factor in tick work," it appeared that heavy
concentrations of deer in South Florida has prolonged the presence of the Texas Cattle Tick Fever in that region. 134 He requested
assistance from Davis in "handling the deer question without exciting the cattlemen on one side and the sportsmen on the other." 135
Finally in September, Knapp revealed to Governor Sholtz the
news. In early summer of 1933, ticks had been found in previously
declared tick-free areas. 136 USDA Chief Entomologist Dr. F.C. Bishopp discovered the ticks found on the deer were actually Boophilus annulutus v. australis, a tropical variety of the Texas Fever Tick;
these ticks also thrived on deer as well as cattle. 137 Only deer did not
grow sick as a result of the ticks. Knapp then revealed his plan: "It
is believed that if the deer could be reduced to a degree in these
areas ... [in] eighteen months to two years the terrain ... would all
be tick free." 138 He then attempted to explain his earlier denials:
" . ..we have never indicated that it was necessary to destroy all the
deer ... It is our opinion that if deer could be reduced in numbers"
then that would suffice in successful tick eradication. 139 He pondered allowing hunters to perform this work through an "open
season." This letter would be the start of a public relations disaster.
While cattle owners may have bristled at (and occasionally
violently opposed) the increased regulations and modernizing
efforts of the state veterinarians, ultimately both groups shared a
common vision. The State Livestock Board and the cattle ranchers
and small farmers saw Florida's future in the state's still profitable
agrarian fields. In fact with the changes in recent years, along with
the possibility of a tick-free cattle industry, they felt that Florida
133 Knapp to Davis, August 29, 1933, Tick Eradication files, box 1, folder: "D misc
(1933)," FSA.
134 Ibid.
135 Ibid.
136 Those areas included Volusia County on the McCrory Ranch, Orange County
at the Tosahatchee Game Preserve, Broward County in theJane Green Swamp,
St. Lucie County in the Allapattah Flats swamp, and Polk County on Johnston's
Island Game Preserve. Knapp to Sholtz, September 11, 1933, Sholtz papers,
box 72, folder: Livestock Board (1933), FSA.
137 Ibid.
138 Ibid.
139 Ibid.
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were often linked together as romanticized relics of an idyllic, preDisney past.
In January 2013, Florida's Department of Environmental Protection announced that ailing roadside attraction, Silver Springs
in Central Florida, would become a state park by the end of the
year. 194 Other state park additions since the 1980s have included
Wakulla Springs, Rainbow Springs, Ravine Gardens, Homosassa
Springs, Gamble Plantation (formerly known as the Judah P. Benjamin Memorial), Weeki Wachee Springs, and Cypress Gardens
(under lease by a private corporation). Marineland, one of the
earliest seaquariums, just missed becoming a state park in 2003.
While state parks were first created to become tourist attractions,
they have since become living history museums for Florida's golden age of roadside attractions. They are also a sign of how Florida
tourism has both changed but also remained the same. While the
industry still targets middle-class families, these early attractions
have become too quaint to be attractive to today's visitors, who
are drawn to the thrill rides, fairytale castles, and performing orca
whales offered at other modern sites. What seemed exotic and
unique in 1937 now seems mundane to tourists. Palm trees, alligators, flowers, and natural springs no longer excites nor attract
the average visitor. Despite the introduction of exotic fauna and
flora, intricate landscaping, and hyperbolic promotions, many of
these sites are often considered almost "second nature." The ease
with which these sites have fit in with the other natural and historical properties of the Florida Park Service reveals both how natural
the roadside attractions were in the 1930s, while at the same time,
how manufactured were many of the state parks. Both types of sites
simply repackaged native Florida environments (a natural spring,
a native hammock, a ravine) with varying degrees of landscaping
and introduced exotics, romantic names, and attractive brochures.
It was a time of truly "Florida"-oriented tourism.
Other sites from this era have also become state park properties, including the homes of writers Marjorie Kinnan Rawlings and
Marjorie Stoneman Douglas ( the latter of which is, as of 2009, an
out-parcel of Cape Florida State Park and is used as a private ranger residence). The Florida Cracker culture that Rawlings, Douglas
194 The attraction had been owned by the State of Florida for over two decades by
this point (purchased in 1993), but continued to be a commercial attraction
via a private lease. Part of the surrounding land was already open to the public
as Silver River State Park in 1987.
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and others wrote about, and to a large degree created, has blossomed into an alternative Florida image, though one that is now
just as packaged and commodified as 'tropical Florida' was in the
1930s. One can find several "cracker" historical sites, such as Lake
Kissimmee State Park's Cracker cowmen camp, the Forest Capital
State Park's Cracker home in Perry, Silver River State Park's Cracker homestead and festival in Ocala, and numerous exhibits and
buildings at local museums and historical societies.
What was once merely an oppositional stance has now become
official heritage. An entire Cracker cottage industry has emerged,
including books on Cracker humor, food, history, and architecture
(though on closer inspection, these buildings differ little from
poor, vernacular homes in Georgia, Alabama, and the Carolinas);
Cracker festivals, clothing stores, log cabin construction companies, themed restaurants, novels, and music. Interestingly, the bulk
of these companies and items are found in tourist-heavy Central
Florida. But the larger irony is that the agency created to aid tourism that then led to the emergence of the defiant Cracker culture,
has today done more than anything else to preserve that culture.
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